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In the last decade, Hong Kong cinema has attained a distinctive place
within the body of English-language scholarship on East Asian cinema.
The unparalleled availability of inexpensive English and Chinese subtitled
prints (predominantly in VCD and DVD formats) has resulted in the wide

dissemination of Hong Kong films of a variety of genres. This, combined
with the efforts of film festival programmers both in Hong Kong and
abroad, has led to Western audiences, exposure to a greater diversity of
films than accounted for under the “chop-socky” paradigm that has
characterized writings on Hong Kong film in the past. Similarly, the
industrial and textual in-betweenness of Hong Kong cinema also has
contributed to its perception as one of the most accessible cinemas of East
Asia. At once Chinese and not-Chinese, resistant to simple generic
classifications, and peopled by directors and stars who themselves are
unconstrained by industrial genre (working in cinema, television, and, in
the case of performers, the recording industry), Hong Kong films appear to
offer something for everyone. In contrast with the staunchly national
inscriptions of mainland Chinese, Japanese, Korean and — to a lesser
extent — Taiwanese cinemas, Hong Kong films seem at home in a more
post-national world in which hybridity reigns and meanings reside largely
in the minds of their beholders.
The difficulty of forging a place for the academic study of Hong Kong
film is made apparent through the ways in which scholars and critics have
endeavored to negotiate its co-existing indeterminacy and local specificity.
Writings that attempt to engage the transnational nature of Hong Kong
cinema have been bound by national cinema frameworks, in which an
almost utopian cultural “Chineseness” is substituted for the absent nation;
in contrast, research seeking to explicate the postmodern bent of Hong
Kong films often has risked theoretical abstraction. Yet, despite these
shortcomings, such work has been crucial to the evolution of Englishlanguage research on Hong Kong cinema, charting an ongoing process of
learning how best to engage those unique characteristics that make it so
intriguing. It is in the context of such an evolution that two of the most
recent anthologies focusing on Hong Kong film may best be understood.
The Cinema of Hong Kong: History, Arts, Identity, edited by Poshek Fu and
David Desser, and At Full Speed: Hong Kong Cinema in a Borderless World，
edited by Esther Yau, put forth some of the most provocative English-
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language scholarship on Hong Kong cinema to date, offering new
perspectives on both familiar and unfamiliar films and filmmakers,
contributing to the body of historical research of Hong Kong cinema, and,
notably, addressing issues of past scholarship of this cinema in the interest
of fostering new avenues for future research.
“The Cinema of Hong Kong” speaks to future scholarship of Hong
Kong cinema by taking on discourses that have framed its study in the
past. The essays collected here address misperceptions of Hong Kong
cinema as mere entertainment, as perpetuated not only by discourses
surrounding Hong Kong film fandom in the West, but also by those China
scholars working from the perspective of what Fu terms uthe Central Plains
syndrome” (199). In a departure from previous anthologies， the book
emphasizes research by Hong Kong critics and academics, with the effect
that a greater body of work — both film and written _ is open to
consideration than heretofore possible. Moreover, essays here reflect
scholars’ attempts to further engage the in-betweenness of Hong Kong
cinema through a tacit recognition of its inherent ambiguities; arguing
against national cinema frameworks, the editors suggest that, for Hong
Kong film, “perhaps a postmodern model is more appropriate — a
transnational cinema, a cinema of pastiche, a commercial cinema, a genre
cinema, a self-conscious, self-reflexive cinema, ungrounded in nation,
multiple in its identities” （5). Where this argument differs from previous
writings on Hong Kong cinema is in its emphasis of these multiple
identities, with the essays of this volume working to engage the variety of
co-existing, and sometimes contradictory, meanings embedded in Hong
Kong films.
This is perhaps nowhere better demonstrated than in Fu’s essay,
''Between Nationalism and Colonialism: Mainland Emigres, Marginal
Culture, and Hong Kong Cinema 1937-1941,which considers the impact
of mainland discourses and colonial law on local filmmaking practices of
the early war period, capturing the “double marginality” (219) of Hong
Kong filmmakers _ at once subject to the then-neutral policies of the
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British government regarding representations of the Japanese, and
vulnerable to mainland critical rhetoric that perceived their works as aboxoffice driven, frivolous， devoid of artistic and social meaning” （199) — that
both defined films of the period and contributed to a nascent sense of local
identity. Fu’s accomplishment here is twofold: his identification of two
such opposing influences at work in Hong Kong cinema of the period
offers a useful counterpoint to more unilateral conceptions of colonial
dominance of local cultures, in which the object of resistance is welldefined. In the Hong Kong context, as Fu notes, alocal filmmakers
produced no counternarratives of alternative identification and cultural
opposition with respect to the colonizer or to the core culture, but rather an
uneasy ambivalence accompanying a limited contest against the emigre
discourse of centralizing [mainland Chinese] nationalism” （213).
Furthermore, Fu5s meticulous attention to the specific ways in which
“Chineseness” and pa仕iotism were imagined within various spheres of
Chinese film culture of the period confounds easy arguments of a unifying
Culture that have characterized previous studies of Chinese
transnationalism. In identifying the multiple subject positions of not only
Hong Kong, but also mainland filmmakers during the war, Fu offers an
important model for the further consideration of film outside the
paradigms of geographical and cultural boundedness.
Law Kar’s essay, “The American Connection in Early Hong Kong
Cinema,similarly complicates notions of bordered discreteness through a
historical examination of the “interplay” （69) of local aesthetics and culture
with both (mainland) Chinese and Hollywood film practices. In particular,
his discussion of Hong Kong’s “cinema in exile” （54)， referring to the San
Francisco-based activities of Grandview Film Company during the
Japanese occupation of Hong Kong, further emphasizes the intrinsically
hybrid identity of Hong Kong cinema. Indeed, although not raised by Law
himself, the fact of an energetic Cantonese cinema operating within the
United States during the war raises questions of the nature of national
cinema itself. Is this “cinema in exile” Chinese, or, influenced as it is by
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specifically Chinese-American experiences, can it be considered part of
Asian American cinema? That such questions of multiple identities are not
contained under the aegis of Hong Kong film, but instead extend as far as
early American cinema, suggests the ways that we might begin to consider
cinema, as a whole, from the perspective of its inherent hybridity.
David D essert essay, 'The Kung Fu Craze: Hong Kong Cinema^
First American Reception” applies the notion of hybridity to an invaluable
analysis of early U.S. audiences of Hong Kong martial arts. His history of
Hong Kong film distribution in the United States _ particularly the
activities of Bruce Lee's American distributor, Warner Brothers — both
outlines the origins of early critical dismissal of Hong Kong films in the
U.S. and offers a way of understanding the particular meanings that such
films hold for their American audiences. Of particular interest in this
context is Desser’s argument that “interest in the Asian martial arts
increased with continued, ongoing, and intense exposure to Asia……the
'encounter with A s i a ' (38), through which he interprets the 1970s box
office success of kung fu films in the United States as Ujust one cinematic
signifier of a post-Vietnam stress disorder on the cultural level” (39). Film
meaning here is understood less as something that is fixed at the level of a
given film text (and, as such, subject to misinterpretation) than as
something that is engendered through a film’s relevance to its audiences’
own social contexts; in this way as well, not only Hong Kong cinema, but
film in general, may be understood in terms of its polysemy.
This kind of attention to the contradictions and complexities of both
identity and meaning in Hong Kong film characterizes much of the work
in “The Cinema of Hong Kong.” Essays by Leung Ping-kwan and Patricia
Brett Erens, while addressing such diverse topics as postmodernism and
the films of Ann Hui, find common ground in their insistence on the
“conflicts and inconsistencies” （246) of Hong Kong social life as played out
in its cinema. Similarly, Stephen Teo's emphasis on not only the generic
jumbling of the martial arts comedies of the late 1970s, but also — and
more significantly — the industrial cross-fertilization that gave rise to film
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directors from more humble television beginnings highlights the inherent
hybridity of the Hong Kong film industry.
“The Cinema of Hong Kong” is particularly noteworthy for its
attention to little-researched periods of Hong Kong film history, and for its
attempts to bridge the local and translocal aspects of the industry and its
films. Essays that engage the allegorical significance of 1997 in Hong Kong
film are less satisfying, if only because of Jenny Kwok Wah Lau^s incisive
criticism of “the ‘1997 reading，’ ” in her essay “Besides Fists and Blood:
Michael Hui and Cantonese Comedy，’’ as running “the risk of reducing the
understanding of Hong Kong culture in general, and film in particular, to
the narrow spheres of economics and politics” （162). Such allegorical
analyses of films such as Comrades, Almost a Love Story and Chungking
Express are familiar and, with the handover now several years in the past,
somewhat irrelevant to the present state of Hong Kong cinema. That said,
these essays, as well, are attuned to the multifaceted nature of Hong Kong
film, and it is this aspect of the anthology — its attention to the
complexities of Hong Kong cinema — that makes it an invaluable
contribution to English-language research of the industry.
In many ways a complement to Fu and Desseris a more historical
examination of Hong Kong cinematic hybridity. Esther Yau^ ambitious
anthology, “At Full Speed,” adopts a more theoretical approach to the
“cultural androgyny” of Hong Kong cinema, which “cites diverse idioms,
repackages codes, and combines genres that are thought to be culturally,
aesthetically, or cinematically incompatible” （7). As in the preceding
volume, essays here circumvent hackneyed characterizations of Hong
Kong film as little more than cheap (action) entertainment through
attention to a variety of issues traversing its texts, including
transnationalism, nostalgia and queer identity. Moreover, not only films
and filmmakers, but also the discourses — critical and popular alike —
surrounding Hong Kong cinema are examined with an eye to the ways in
which they not only explicate, but themselves construct this cinema.
The two essays that comprise the entirety of the first section of the
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anthology， Law Kar’s “An Overview of Hong Kong’s New Wave Cinema,”
and Hector Rodriguez’s “The Emergence of the Hong Kong New Wave,”
are particularly noteworthy in this sense. Law's essay, first published in
1999 for a Hong Kong Film Festival publication, situates films of the early
1980s within the context of their Cantonese cinema predecessors — a move
that at once argues against a dean aesthetic break between earlier films and
those of the New Wave, and simultaneously allows for their consideration
as both stylistically and narratively distinct from films of the past. This
duality _ at once of and separate from the past — is noteworthy for its
historical specificity; Law’s self-reflexive interrogation of the “New Wave”
label in the context of Hong Kong films marks a departure from previous
writings on films of the period, in which use of the term suggests a certain
(problematic) transparency.
Rodriguez further challenges this seeming transparency in his
historical overview of the critical climate surrounding the New Wave. His
compelling meta-analysis of the “vocabulary of aesthetic appreciation” （53)，
which, he argues, itself shaped not only the local critical and academic
discourses surrounding Hong Kong cinema of the early 1980s, but also the
ways that filmmakers themselves perceived their own works, highlights a
fundamental “tension between art and commerce” （67) characteristic of
criticism not only of the New Wave， but of subsequent films as well. That
this tension similarly seems to have fueled much of the mainland Chinese
discourse on Hong Kong films of the early war period, as described by Fu
in his essay of the previous volume, suggests ways in which the study of
the history of Hong Kong cinema (or, indeed, any cinema) might benefit
from broader discursive analysis. What Rodriguez and Fu bring to the
study of Hong Kong film history is a degree of self-reflexivity that begins
to chip away at the apparent immutability of its subject matter.
Among the most noteworthy contributions made by At Full Speed to
the study of Hong Kong cinema comes in its attention to issues of film
reception. As Yau notes in her introductory essay, aHong Kong Cinema in a
Borderless World，，’ “the study of Hong Kong cinema within the global

culture remains incomplete.... Receptions studies of Hong Kong films (or
films in general) in the urban and rural sites of Southeast Asia, India, South
America, and Eastern Europe, for example, are barely available.... Much
collaborative work needs to be done when it comes to examining the
intersections of local and translocal contexts” （25). Jinsoo An’s comparison
of American and Korean audiences of Hong Kong cinema, t4The Killer:
Cult Film and Transcultural (Mis)reading，’’ marks a significant contribution
to such work in its attention to the divergent reading strategies of these
two audiences. Where previous references to audiences of Hong Kong
films have tended either towards a unified (albeit diasporic) “Chinese”
audience or, even more problematically, have assumed the cult/camp
appeal of these films based on their reception in the West, this analysis
makes possible an understanding of meaning in Hong Kong cinema as
dependent as much on the social contexts of its audiences as on its textual
strategies. A n^ privileging of cult film as fostering ''liberating interpretive
practice[sr’ ( l 〇9) is awkward whenconsidered against the broader field of
film spectatorship studies; yet, this does not detract from the strength of
his arguments concerning the ways in which Hong Kong films, in general,
exist for these diverse audiences as alternatives to hegemonic Hollywood
fare.
Notably，An’s essay introduces readers to a little-considered aspect of
Hong Kong film; namely, its non-Chinese, inter-Asian reception. This
theme is further examined in a subsequent essay, Bhaskar Sarkar's ''Hong
Kong Hysteria: Martial Arts Tales from a Mutating World.” While not a
study of spectatorship practices, per se, Sarkar's conception of a t4panAsian sensibility” （174) attuned to the peculiarly “hysterical” chaos of
Hong Kong martial arts films opens up new, more theoretically complex
avenues for the consideration of Asian cultural transnationalism. Although
framed, somewhat inappropriately, as a problem of post-colonial identity,
Sarkar^ essay nonetheless manages to recover the allegorical relevance of
Hong Kong films to an evolving and ever-changing Asian social reality; in
so doing, he avoids the key allegorical trope of much work on Hong Kong
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cinema, namely the “1997 problem.” Indeed, in arguing that martial arts
films speak to the present volatility of Asian societies, Sarkar implicitly
suggests the ways in which Hong Kong cinema continues to have
relevance to not only its local audiences, but those throughout Asia (and,
indeed, the non-West), as a cinema that “admits the possibility of
overlapping temporalities and spatial imaginations and that finds
expression in unruly allegories” (172).
As with The Cinema of Hong Kong, At Full Speed has few flaws, yet it
bears noting that many of the films and filmmakers discussed in its pages
have been given ample attention elsewhere. Of course, the emphasis of
essays on directors such as Tsui Hark and films such as The Killer are
markedly different from those which have come before; nonetheless, there
is a sense of repetition that is felt all the more strongly when contrasted
with two exemplary essays at the end of the volume — Gina Marchetti’s
study of the films of Evans Chan, and Kwai-cheung Lo^
“Transnationalization of the Local in Hong Kong Cinema of the 1990s” 一
that take as their subjects films and directors whose work has received little
attention in English-language writing on Hong Kong film. Lo^ essay, in
particular， marks a significant move away from studies of Hong Kong
cinema that end with the Hong Kong handover in its attention to films of
the mid-to-late 1990s， and his observation， that “Hong Kong localism is
becoming more ambivalent in the further transnaiionalized context of the
last few years of the twentieth century and the first few of the twenty-first”
(265) suggests ways in which studies of Hong Kong cinema may further
evolve as scholars take on films of a new generation of filmmakers.
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